TRI-COUNTY ALLIANCE FOR PUBLIC EDUCATION
MACOMB  OAKLAND  WAYNE

Tri-County Alliance for Public Education (TCA) published the attached comprehensive and well-
documented white paper entitled “Charter Schools - Not a Silver Bullet of Education Reform.” It is
comprised of research and data derived from highly-respected research institutions, including Michigan
Senate Fiscal Agency, National Assessment of Educational Progress, Stanford University, Citizens
Research Council (CRC) and the Universities of Colorado and Arizona.

Any reform measures will affect the education of 1.6 million Michigan children and therefore must be
based on well-researched best practices; set ambitious and achievable goals; require accountability;
support low performing schools; close the achievement gap; provide essential resources; and deliver high

quality education for all children.

Legislators must resist the rush to reform and instead hold to the standard of examining respected
research prior to passing legislation. They should be questioning whether lifting the charter schools cap
is based on a political agenda or essential research that documents clear measures of student

performance.

Lawmakers considering lifting the charter school cap in an effort to expand parental choice, must
recognize that no quantitative data exists to show charter schools improve student learning any more
than those choices available in community governed public schools. Parents in Michigan already have the
opportunity to select innovative, quality schools. Charter schools are not the only choice for parents and

children.

A 2007 longitudinal study of charters, conducted by The Great Lakes Center for Education Research &
Practice, found that student achievement in charter schools was lower than in demographically similar

schools.

Charter schools are more likely to be segregated by race, family income, disabilities and English Language
Learner status, according to the study, “Schools Without Diversity: Education Management Organizations,
Charter Schools and the Demographic Stratification of the American School System,” by The Education
and Public Interest Center at the University of Colorado, and the Educational Policy Research Unit at

Arizona State University.

Any effort to direct taxpayer dollars to a variety of non-profit and for-profit education vendors must
ensure transparency regarding how those dollars are spent. Charter schools and management companies
should have to meet the same high reporting standards as community governed public schools.

Taxpayer-funded charter schools do not exceed community governed public schools in student
achievement. They do not operate more efficiently or effectively than community governed public
schools and they are not the only option for quality choice. We urge the Governor and legislature to
refrain from placing charter schools on a partisan pedestal of education reform.

Tri-County Alliance, Thomas Svitkovich, Ed.D., Executive Director
www.tricountyalliance.org, 248.209.2424, 2111, Pontiac Lake Road, Waterford, MI 48328






Charter Schools — Not A Silver Bullet of Education Reform

The Michigan Association of Public School Academies (MAPSA) encourages the authorization
of additional charter schools as the quality choice for Michigan students. According to MAPSA
and other organizations of like mind, Governor Snyder and lawmakers have an opportunity to lift
the cap on charter schools this year to empower more parents and better educate more students,
implying that the reinvention of Michigan cannot begin until the charter cap is lifted.

Claims such as this require careful scrutiny as Michigan’s governor and lawmakers consider
lifting the charter schools cap in an effort to expand parental choice as if choice itself was
somehow backed with a proven record of success in the arena of school reform. No quantitative
data exists that shows parental choice improves student learning. In fact, Marc Tucker, author of
Standing on the Shoulders of Giants: An American Agenda for Educational Reform, states that
“It turns out that neither the researchers whose work is reported on in this paper nor the analysts
of the OCED PISA data have found any evidence that any country that leads the world’s
education performance league tables has gotten there by implementing any of the major agenda
items that dominate the education reform agenda in the United States...including the use of

market mechanisms such as charter schools and vouchers.”

Those responsible for public policy must hold to the standard of examining all data regarding
charter schools and choice, rather than promoting politically expedient agendas that could
negatively impact Michigan’s children. Informed educators and citizens must resist an
irresponsible rush to reform, and question whether lifting the charter schools cap is based on a
political agenda or essential research that documents clear measures of student performance.

Of course, Michigan public schools, whether they be community governed or chartered must
improve by raising their standards and bringing their students to higher levels of achievement.
This has to be done with a focus on what works — and there is much data on what works. But
charters and choice do not appear in that body of research because they have not proven
themselves to work any better — not in 2003 when NAEP went so far as to suggest that students
in charter schools slightly underperformed their counterparts in public schools, even after
allowing for student background (NAEP, America’s Charter Schools, Results from NAEP Pilot

Study, 2003) and not today.

Charter schools are marketed to Michigan citizens under the premise that they are the urban
education solution. As reported in the movie “Waiting for Superman” and according to research
conducted by Stanford University through a national study in 2009, it was found that only 17%
of charter schools were outperforming demographically similar student populations in nearby
community governed public schools. In 37% of the cases, students at community governed
public schools performed at higher levels and the remainder of the cases showed no statistically

significant difference.

Dr. Gary Miron, Professor of Evaluation, Measurement and Research at Western Michigan
University suggests that strong and effective lobbying and advocacy groups for charter schools
quickly reinterpret research and shape the message to fit their needs rather than the long-term
interests of the movement. They attack evidence that questions the performance of charter
schools and offer anecdotal evidence that is rarely substantiated by technical reports.



Citizens Research Council (CRC) in its Septemnber 2010 report, “Non-Traditional K-12 Schools
in Michigan,” tells the real story. The report indicates that test scores for both charter schools and
traditional public schools have been improving but proficiency rates for public school academies
or charter schools lag behind those for all students.

A 2007 longitudinal study of charters in the Great Lakes states found that charter schools were
performing at lower levels than predicted on state assessments. That is, student achievement in
charter schools is lower than in demographically similar schools. The report also indicates that
uncapping charter schools is a policy decision that assumes charter schools will provide a better
education - an assumption according to CRC that is simply not true.

When controlling for the percentage of free and reduced lunch students, reading and mathematics
achievement scores on the Fall 2010 MEAP tests show virtually no difference between charter

schools and community governed public schools.

Charter schools are often marketed as places of innovation to parents. What charter marketing
materials do not tell parents, and perhaps what community governed public schools should do a
better job of telling parents, is all the innovation that is taking place right in their own
neighborhoods. Comprehensive programming such as foreign language immersion, International
Baccalaureate programs, Advanced Placement courses, co- and extra-curricular opportunities,
career technology programs, STEM (science, technology, engineering, math) offerings, distance
and online learning selections, and much more are available in most communities within their

own governed public schools.

Dr. Gary Miron in his testimony to the House Committee on Education and the Workforce,
indicated that evidence to date suggests that charter schools are not more likely than traditional
schools to innovate. Labeling community governed public schools as "traditional” is a misnomer
as there is nothing traditional about the myriad offerings now available to Michigan students.
Parents have the opportunity in Michigan to select innovative and quality schools through
Schools of Choice legislation. It is disingenuous to promote charter schools as the only quality

choice for parents and children.

Professor Miron further points out that charter schools were originally intended to provide
distinctive learning environments. He states, "As it turns out, what is often most distinctive
about charters is the composition of their student bodies. The schools show evidence of both
white flight and of minority flight.” Parents, according to the professor, are selecting schools

where “their children will experience less diversity."

The study, “Schools Without Diversity: Education Management Organizations, Charter Schools
and the Demographic Stratification of the American School System,” by The Education and
Public Interest Center (EPIC) at the University of Colorado and the Educational Policy Research
Unit (EPRU) at Arizona State University finds that charter schools tend to be strongly
concentrated in racial and ethnic terms compared to districts that send students to those

schools. Charter schools are more likely to be segregated by race, family income, disabilities and

English Language Learner status.

The charter schools in the study draw their students from the extremes of family income, divided
into either largely high-income or largely low-income populations. In addition, more than half of



these privately managed schools enrolled far fewer English Language Learners (ELLs) and
students with special needs than their district of residence.

MAPSA also promotes erroneous claims that charter schools operate more efficiently despite the
fact they receive significantly less in per pupil funding each year than their community governed
public school counterparts, It would appear MAPSA is due for a lesson in public education and
charter school finance. Amid a growing debate over whether charter schools are adequately
funded compared to community governed public schools, numerous charter school advocates
have cited the purported funding gap to help explain the lower achievement results of charter

schools as compared with community governed public schools.

The study, “Equal or Fair? A Study of Revenues and Expenditures in American Charter
Schools,” conducted by Miron and Urschel in 2010 is the most comprehensive to date on this
issue. Miron and Urschel find that, on first appearance, on average, charter schools receive less
revenue per pupil than community governed public schools. This is misleading. Community
governed public schools receive funds for certain services they provide that most charter schools
do not - such as special education, student support services, transportation, and food service.
Because of this, charter schools spend far less on these services. This largely explains the
differences in revenues and expenditures for charter schools as compared to community

governed schools.

Miron and Urschel write, "As long as traditional public schools are delivering more programs,
serving wider ranges of grades and enrolling a higher proportion of students with special needs
they will require relatively higher levels of financial support.”

Despite lower average revenue per pupil and the fact that most, but not all, charter schools pay
rent on their facilities, charter schools have a significant financial advantage over community

governed public schools for these primary reasons:

e Charter school employees do not pay into the Michigan Public Schools Employee
Retirement System (MPSERS) and the pension costs charter schools pay for their
employees is very low compared to community governed public schools.

e Charters have a significantly lower special education headcount than community
governed public schools, an even lower full time equivalency (FTE) count, much lower
special education costs per student, and almost no special education transportation costs.

o Transportation costs for charter schools are substantially lower than the average for
community governed public schools.

e The vast majority of charter schools enroll grades K-8 which is a less expensive set of
grade levels than a K-12 school district.

In spite of the financial advantages listed above, data compiled by the Senate Fiscal Agency
clearly shows that charter schools spend $726.53 per pupil more than community governed
schools once special education and pension costs are backed out (See Appendix A). Charter
schools also spend only $4,156.62 per pupil on direct instruction whereas community governed

school districts spend an average of $5,976.24 per pupil on direct instruction.



Miron and Urschel also point out that, compared with community governed public

schools, charter schools spend proportionately more on administration - in the percentage of
overall spending that goes to administrative costs as well as the salaries they pay administrative
personnel. In Michigan, according to Bulletin 1014, charter schools spend 25.3% on
administrative costs where traditional public schools spend 12.7%.

As Michigan addresses public education reform, lawmakers are reminded that good public policy
decisions that benefit children must be grounded in well-informed deliberation based on high
quality data analysis - not misleading metrics or partisan panaceas. Experts agree there is no
silver bullet in education, including the promotion of charter schools.

Taxpayer-funded charter schools do not exceed community governed public schools in student
achievement. They do not operate more efficiently or effectively than community governed
public schools and they are not the only option for quality choice. We urge the Governor and
legislature to refrain from placing charter schools on a partisan pedestal of education reform.

Michigan students and parents deserve solutions that have a strong research base of best
practices as well as assurance that entities entrusted to use public money to fund Michigan
schools will be held to high standards of accountability and transparency.

When legislators talk about “the dollar following the child” they need to make sure those dollars
are distributed fairly in terms of what is being bought. Examples of spending equity are:

» Funding comprehensive high schools at a higher level than virtual academies which

cost much less to operate;
Funding elementary school-only operations at a lower level than those that run more

expensive K-12 systems;

» Taking into account the number of special education students served as well as the
level interventions required when allocating per pupil funding;

» Taking into account the number of children from poverty being served, as those
children require more intervention, which costs more dollars; and,

» Recognizing that systems allowed to opt out of state pension systems such as
MPSERSs not only puts that system in jeopardy, adding to its overall cost, but
requires less funding if they continue to opt out.

P

As legislators talk about opening the public fund bank door to a variety of non-profit as well as
for-profit vendors, it is also critical to ensure transparency around how and for what those dollars
are spent. Currently, Michigan has enacted many high standards for how community governed
public schools will use and report the use of public funds. These same standards are not in place
for all who currently have access to public funds — they are not in place for charter operated
schools, community colleges, universities, or the private sector in general. That is not only

unfair, it is not fiscally responsible.

Yes, public education in Michigan does need to improve. There are well-researched practices
that would bring that improvement. Attached is a listing of just a few resources one could read to
find out about those practices (See Appendix B). They do not fit on a bumper sticker and they
are not currently addressed in the legislation that is being promoted or discussed. That is a

problem for the next generation of children.
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Appendix B

School Improvement and Reform — What Works

Barber, Michael and Mourshed, Mona, How the world’s best-performing school systems
come out on top, McKinsey and Company, September 2007

Davenport, Pat and Anderson, Gerald, Closing the Achievement Gap: No Excuses,
APQC Publications, Houston, Texas, 2002

Institute for Learning, Principles of Learning, University of Pittsburg, Pittsburg,
Pennsylvania, 2009

Lezotte, Lawrence, Learning for All, Effective Schools Products, Okemos, Michigan,
1997

Marzano, Robert, What Works in Schools: Translating Research into Action, ASCD,
Alexandria, Virginia, 2003

Perkins, David, Smart Schools: From Training Memories to Educating Minds, The Free
Press, New York, New York, 1992

Reeves, Douglas B., The Leader s Guide to Standards: A Blueprint for Educational
Equity and Excellence, Jossey-Bass, San Francisco, California, 2002

Tucker, Marc S., Standing on the Shoulders of Giants: An American Agenda Jfor
Education Reform, National Center on Education and the Economy, May 24, 2011



